"Not invented here" syndrome is not unique to the IT world.
moving with the same number of workers. (This industrial application of technology undoubtedly earned the consultant a hefty fee.) And that's it! That is the very same contraption I lugged around as a kid and the same one I used just a few hours ago for gardening. As anybody knows, using a wheelbarrow is easier than carrying things, but it is still quite heavy work. You lift roughly half the load yourself, you provide the energy for motion, and you must steer it in the right direction, which is difficult on account of the first two expenditures of energy.
While a vast improvement over the handbarrow, the European wheelbarrow is stupidly inefficient, at least compared with the Chinese version.
2 Somebody in China was smarter than the Medieval European downsizer and moved the wheel to the middle of the wheelbarrow, so that the entire weight of the load is carried by the wheel. The Chinese wheelbarrow will readily transport two or three times the load of a European wheelbarrow, with the operator hardly breaking a sweat, just pushing and steering, with barely any lifting. From a management perspective, the Chinese wheelbarrow is identical to the European one:
one wheel, two handles, one operator. Looking at it that way, however, we blind ourselves to how differently they work, and we miss the full productivity improvement of the wheel.
In Europe we have known about the Chinese wheelbarrow since at least 1797, 2 yet, to this day, we still sweat while lifting half the load carried on our nonoptimized wheelbarrows.
The "not invented here" syndrome is not unique to the IT world.
I'm beginning to think that the reason our big IT projects sink is that we make the same kind of mistake: mindlessly replacing human labor with technology instead of solving the actual problem.
Many human jobs can be replaced directly with computers. E-mail replaced the old telegraph system, delivering the exact same conceptual service: delivering a text message quickly while using hardly any manpower. But delivering text messages was the least e-mail could do-once we got to know it better. First there were programs answering e-mails, sending source code, or looking up things in databases. Next came programs sending e-mails to other programs, to keep databases synchronized, and then e-mails containing pictures, sound, and vice presidents.
1
The e-mail system we know today, as envisioned by Ray Tomlinson, was not the only such system somebody came up with, however. The state-sanctioned post and telegraph monopolies attempted to standardize e-mail-or "telematic services" as they called it-in CCITT (International Telegraph and Telephone Consultative Committee) recommendations X.400-X.599, 3 as part of the grand vision of "The Intelligent Network."
They started approximately 15 years before Tomlinson. They spent uncountable millions of all sorts of currencies. They had legislators mandating that their way be the one and only legal way forward. And they failed utterly, miserably, and definitively.
Why is it that in IT one person can often do what thousands cannot?
It is tempting to speculate that HealthCare.gov would have worked much better had they given the task to a 10-person company rather than a conglomerate with 69,000 employees all over the globe. I'm sure that is a necessary part of the solution, but again, it is hardly a sufficient condition for success.
For one thing, while there are "only" 380,000 words in the Affordable Care Act (also known as Obamacare), the regulations floating from the law amount to 12 million words (and counting). No 10-person company would even be able to read all that verbiage before the delivery deadline had whooshed past.
